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Situated at an altitude Of 2,146 feet above the sea level,
in the Platte valley, 195 miles west of Omaha, at the
junction of the Union Pacific and B & M railroads is the
city of Kearney, known in the early days as Kearney Junction.
Early records show that D. N. Smith, Farmsite agent for the ·
South Platte Land Company, in company with Moses H. Sydenham
and Reverend. Asbury Collins, located the junction points of
the railroads April 11, 1871. During the summer of 1871 the
original townsite of Kearney Junction was surveyed and the
plat filed for record. This survey and plat comprised all
of Section l, Township 8, Range 16, in Buffalo County. The
town was incorporated November 30, 1872.
Previous to the location of the town site, a house had been
built on Section 2, and a postoffice established there with
Asbury Collins as postmaster. It is understood that at this
time Mr. Collins and fami ly were residing in the Junction
House, as it was then called and the postoffice was kept
there. This is the old square hotel about which there has
been so much discussion of late . According to L.B. Cunningham
in Reminiscences of Kearney, this house was also known as
the Smith Hotel, and sometimes called Hotel Collins . At the
time it was located there it was placed in the center of
Section 2 in such a way that each of its four rooms below ·
stood on a quarter of the section, thus preempting the whole
seqtion which had been filed on by four different parties.
There were also four rooms above. According to Mr . Cunningham,
the building was afterward moved to the south part of town
and used as a hotel. It is not, however, to be confused
with the old Harrold House built by Simon and T. J. Murphy
later known as the Becket House and occupied by Thomas Becket.
It still stands on South Central Avenue and is still in use
as a hotel.
In the old Junction House while occupied by Mr. and Mrs .
Collins occurred many events which have been of lasting
benefit and importance to the community of which they were
the pioneers.
Mrs. Collins was presented with a dee.d of the first lot in
record in the original town of Kearney Junction. Mr. Collins
was the first postmaster as has been said and organized the
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first Sunday School in his home. The first preaching
service was held in their home, and also the first school
district N. 7 was organized. It embraced 120 square miles
of territory.
At this time their number had increased until the population
was about 100 people. In 1873, a census was taken and their
number .had increased to 245.
In December of the same year, the city of Kearney was
incorporated, and the present site chosen, probably because
of the location of the railroads and the depot. The new
town ~s laid out was four miles square. Certainly the
foundation for a large city. I will mention a few of its
beginnings.
I

The first house in the present site of the city of Kearney
was built by John Mahon, who crune here in March, 1872, and
who had charge of the Union Pacific lands at that time and
helped to lay out the town site.
The first child born in the new city was Frank Kearney Clark,
son of Mr. and Mrs. v. B. Clark, nruned for the place and
presented with a lot in Perkins and Hearfords addition.
The first store building was erected by F. N. Dart in 1872
on the corner of the school section. The first acting
mayor chosen at the first election was Nathan Campbell. The
first teacher was Miss Fannie Nevins, who was licensed to
teach in 1873. In 1874, two teachers were required. The
·rirst newspaper was established in October, 1872, and called
Kearney Junction Times, and L.B. Cunninghrun wa.s the editor.
Later his paper changed its nrune to Buffalo County Journal·.
Early in 1873, the Central Nebraska Press began its publication
and was conducted by Webster Rice Eaton, experienced newspaper
men. The Centrl:1.1 Nebraska Star published by Moses H.
Sydenham, a visionary of that period, also had its beginnings
about this time, hailing from Centona, a paper city in
Kearney County, and was used chiefly to exploit its own
interests, and to advocate the removal of the national
capitol to Fort Kearney Military Reservation. The Times was
printed in a two-story building erected by Mr. Cunninghrun
on Smith Avenue now known as Twenty-Fourth Street. This
buildi~ played an important part in the early history of
Kearney. The upper room was used as the printing office,
while the lower floor was used for six months as the first
school room. The same was also leased to the Methodist and
Presbyterian Church people who held 9nion services in it
during the winter months of 1872 and 1873. Saturday evenings
the Philomatheous, a literary society, used the room for
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their meetings, In 1873, a school building was eredted
which contained four rooms. The estimated cost was $2,200.
This building is now standing on Twenty-Fourth Street and
Avenue A and is used as a rooming house.
The first bank was opened by L. R. Mose. The home of the
bank was on Twenty-First Street where the Opera House now
stands. L. R. Mose was prominent in the early financial
enterprises of Kearney. He built the brick building now
used by the Chicago Lumber Company. When your historian
came to Kearney in 1878, the upper floor of this building
was called Moses Hall, and public gatherings of various
sorts were held here.
The first
a cost of
was moved
which was

church, I belieye, was built by the Methodists at

$4,000. It stood south of the track, but in 1877
to the site of the present beautiful structure,
completed in 1908.

The first Presbyterian Church of Kearney was organized in
1873 and services held in a small wooden building on Main
Street. Our townswoman, Mrs. T. N. Hartzell, then a young
girl, was a charter member. The brick church just recently
vacated was built in the early Eighties at a cost of $12,000.
The Presbyterian Church will 9elebrate its semi-centennial
in March, 1923, from its fine new home erected at a cost of
over $65,000.
The Congregational people, also the Christian denomination,
had organizations, 'but not buildings.
In 1874, a fair was held in Kearney in a store building and
a temporary agricultural society organized. However, the
terrible grasshopper scourge that followed in 1875 and 1876
was very discouraging to displays of agricultural products,
and no further effort was made in that direction until 1880.
Fairs were held in Shelton for three years, after which a
permanent organization of the society was . effected, and the
fairs held in Kearney on grounds owned and improved by the
society. The first president of this . society was A. A. Lee;
the first vice president, A. c. Bessie.
Late in the year 1872 and 1873, the idea of a wagon bridge
across the Platte at this point was considered. Kearney
County opposed the proposition as it feared the effect
competition would have on Lowell, its county seat and then
a thriving town. Personal, political, and financial interests
caused much bitter strife over the m?tter, and when the
bridge was finally started injunction after injunction was
served on the builders and excitement ran wild and high.
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After two years of trouble over it, the bridge was completed
at a cost of $75,000 to county and precinct. It will be
remembered as a wooden bridr,e, one mile long, which has been
recently replaced by the beautiful concrete structure built
with state aid. The fears for Lowell's future were wellfounded, as eventually the county seat and most of the
buildings were moved to the new town of Minden.
A W.C.T. Union was organized in Kearney in 1872. This also
had its beginning in the house of Reverend and Mrs. Collins.
They with Mr. and Mrs. Sydenham were the only persons present.
However, Mrs. Nancy Hull soon became one of their number, and
for thirty-nine years worked in this good cause. In 1893,
the W.C.T.U. hospital was opened on First Avenue, and named
the Mother Hull Hospital in honor of one whose altruistic
life was an example of pr.a ctical religion. She and her
husband, Dr. John C. Hull, located in Kearney in 1873.
I have in my possession a copy of the Buffalo County Journal
dated January 3, 1883 {just forty years ago tomorrow). It
was still edited by L.B. Cunni ngham who continued its
publication for many years. In this number is given a resume
of the progress in Buffalo County during the first decade of
its existence. I firrl no mention of the numer of its inhabitants, but a comparison of the tax list s of the t wo periods
show the rapid increase in yalues. In 1870, thirty-eigh t
names only appear in the tax list of Buffa lo County. The
personal property of the settlers was $635.75. The total
value of personal property for the year 1881 was $988,999.90 .
A good showing for the County in ten years. At this time
there are mentioned five general and dry-goods stores. Among
them was the Empire Store opened in 1880 by C. B. Finch and
brother. Six grocery stores were here. Familiar names among
the proprietors were C. F. Bodinson and F. J. Everson. Two
shoe stores, two hardware stores, the Pioneer operated by
C. J. Burke, two furniture stores, one kept by Peter Lindgren,
three drug stores, four livery stables, four lumber yards,
eieht or nine hotels and restaurants , one candy factory
operated by George Lee, the Pioneer saddlery by W. A. Downing
who came here in the early Seventies, two jewelry stores,
one owned by J. D. Hawthorne, ten lawYers of one of whom
special mention must be made, F. G. Hamer came here in 1871
and with his partner, A.H. Connor, was closely identified
with the early history of the place. There were also six
doctors, two dentists, two meat markets, R. Hibbard 1 s brick
yard, four blacksmiths , at least two millinery stores, and
three dressmakers , seven implement dealers, and last but not
least ten or more parties were in the insurance, loan, real
estate and land business which was an active branch at this
time. I want to call particular attention to the name of
John H. Roe--Coe Roe, as he was generally known. While acting
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as agent for the Union Pacific lands and lots, he was also
a member of the school board. He was instrumental in securing
the piece of land on which three of our school buildings
stand, worked hard for the erection of the Whittier building,
and personally supervised setting out the rows of trees that
surround the campus, thus erecting for himself a monument
which we should ever cherish. In 1883, there were eleven
teachers in the Kearney schools, and there seem to have been
six church edifices.
In 1879, throught the efforts of our Senator John D. Seamen
and Representative James A. Davis, Kearney secured her first
public building, the State Industrial School. The city gave
three hundred acres of land for the site. The first building
cost $10,000. Both goys .and girls were admitted until 1890.
The first superintendent was Dr. G. W. Collins of Falls City.
There have been nine altogether.
As early as 1873, the desirability of providing some way of
irrigating the Platte valley had been realized, but, while
feasible, had not been possible. The idea persisted strongly
in the mind of Colonel W. W. Patterson, and was discussed
more by him than others. Mr. Patterson was a man with wonderful visions of the future of this community, firmly believing
that some day the state capitol would be moved here. His
idea was to construct a canal from the Platte River t o a
reservoir above the city and utilize the water for irrigating
the lands along the way and for power for manufacturing. We
all know how successfully the project has worked out after
being actually completed. It required faith, persistence,
and capital to carry out the plan and meet the opposition
against it. The Journal was among those ·who opposed voting
the $30 1 000 asked from the city, but tells us in 1882 that
eight miles of the canal are now dug and all are hoping for
the best. Four years later the work was done and water
turned into the canal. The completion of the canal and its
immediate fulfillment of so many of its possibilities was
like the work of magic. To tell the story of the Kearney
boom would require a readier pen than mine, and more time
and space than can be given to a mere sketch. _Various plans
were made to bring the capitol to Kearney and develop the
water power. Among those interested by Mr. George w. Frank
of Kearney Canal and Water Supply Company were the officials
of the Burlington Railroad, the plan being to construct a
line from Kearney to Holdrege thus putting Kearney on the
main line of the Burlington from Omaha to Denver, in which
case the large Burlington shops now located at Havelock near
Lincoln would have been here. Howev~r, by some inadvertent
action the officials withdrew without closing the deal. Many
other schemes were put in motion, however, and it was a period
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of rapid growth, wild speculation, and inflated values. The
city is said to have had a population of 10,000 at this time.
It seems almost incredible to the newcomer that Kearney once
had a cotton mill, a paper mill, a woolen mill, oat meal mill,
plow factory, cracker factory, pressed brick works, machine
shops, packing house, and an electric street railway, which
ran cars from the court house to the east lawn on the east
and to the lake where were a pavilion, bath houses, steam
launch, toboggan slide, a.nd various amusement placed. Each
of these enterprises demanded and received a subsidy or
donation to bring it here. The cotton mill was constructed
at a cost of over $400,000 and was operated for nine years.
The other factories, however, only operated a few months.
The bursting of the bubble was inevitable, and it is recorded
bys. C. Bassett in his history of Buffalo Cou nty from which
I have gleaned many facts~ that following the boom, the
enumerator of the school census, making a house-to-house
canvass, found 1,400 houses, 700 of which were empty. Many
of these houses were moved out of town onto fams, some of
them considerable distance. However, some of the benefits
of the boom remained and have been of lasting value. The
Opera House was built at a cost of $90,000. Those citize.ns
remaining, some of whom could not ge t away, with stout hearts
and willing hands set to work to rebuild their shattered
fortunes and great losses. For three years, however, there
was only one house built in Kearney.
In 1890, the Kearney Public Library was established. The
first librarian was Mrs. Hodassah Seamen, mother of Mrs. Adah
Basten. Mr. and Mrs. Seamen were pioneer settlers, coming
to Odessa precinct in 1872. The first home of the library
was in the city hall, another building constructed in the
boom days. Mention must also be made of the literary life
of the community. Early clubs were Chautauqua, reading
circles, the Clio Club, a culture club, a.nd, in 1888, the
Nineteenth Century, now the woman's club was organized with
its motto Interdependence, not independence. Mrs. Rebecca
A. Hamer was the first president and is still in our midst,
performing the duties at her hand with the same courage and
resolve she evidenced in 1871 and 1872. Many more facts
might be given, but lest I weary my hearers, I w.ill close
with a few reminiscences of my own if I may be pardoned for
doing so.
As I look out on our beautiful little city, I contrast it
with the Kearney I first knew in 1878, when after the first
view my heart longed to turn my back on it forever, and
return to the woods, hills, and stretµns of Iowa. Not more
than three or four blocks in width, the town stretched, as
it does now, from the court house on the south to the bluffs
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on the north, where at least one house had its back rooms dug
into the face of the bluff. Wyoming Avenue, now Central, was
partly lined with low wooden buildings, there being a few with
two or even three stories. Wooden sidewalks, awnings, hitching
posts, and rails adorned the streets. Saloons were much in
evidence. Some of the best homes were north of the business
section. J. D. Hawthorne's cottage stood where the Midway
Hotel now is, with the H. C. Andrew's Home on the north corner
of the block. The city claimed 1,200 to 1,500 residents at
this time. Your historian was installed in her first home
April 1, 187 8, a beautiful tworoom bu nga.low (?) standing close
to the B. & M. tracks about two miles east of town. The leanto kitchen had boards running up and down and was "battered".
After placing the few household goods we had shipped here in
the house to hole the "claim", my husband and I came to town
to buy our cook stove and supp lies. We bought our stove and
utensils of J.P. Johnson, the hardware dealer. Our first
bill of groceries came from the store of c. o. Swan, -who was
then doing business in a small building on the east side of
the street.
At that time, the only trees in Kearney that could be dignified
by that name, were a row of cottonwoods growing near a small
cottage in the southeast part of town.
In 1883, having visitors from New York and being anxious to
show them the sights, we drove out to Cie Roe's place on West
Twenty-Seventh and Third Avenue to see the trees he had
successfully coaxed to live, thus proving that trees would
grow here.
In 1884, we moved to the city and built -a house on the corner
of Fourth and "Grand" avenues, as Twenty-Fifth Street was
t~en called, and planted the trees now growing there, and
were considered almost suburban residents.
These events, and conditions stand out in sharp contrast to
the present, and I will leave it to others to tell of many
interesting features and facts that may be new to some of 1Tzy'
audience.
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